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France in defence of the sacred soil of the Fatherland, provided
that France could be manoeuvred into acting as aggressor.
Such a manoeuvre was well within Bismarck's political skill;
and—as so often happened when he played the game of politics
—his opponent played into his hand.
Napoleon tried to take diplomatic and military precautions;
but his energies were weakened by physical pain and premature
old age, and he failed to clinch matters. For instance, he
sought an alliance with Italy—and had some right to, seeing
that without his aid there would have been no " Italy " in
existence ; but negotiations fell through because he lacked the
nerve to offend the clerical party by withdrawing the French
garrison from Rome. Again, an Austrian archduke visited
Paris to devise plans for a combined attack on Prussia, but
departed without anything definitely settled. The same sort
of thing happened with regard to army reform. Ever since
1818 the French army had been recruited by an annual con-
tingent drawn by lot from men who had reached military age,
serving seven years. This gave a standing army of 300,000 men
with no organised reserve. After the object-lesson of the War of
1866 the Emperor wanted to adopt the Prussian system of
national service; but the French peasants—the backbone of
the nation—so resented the idea of being torn from their farms
during the best years of their working lives that he had to
abandon the plan. Marshal Niel, the Minister for War, devised
a less drastic scheme, by which the " bad numbers " in the
annual lottery were to be taken for five years with the colours
and four years with the reserve, while the " good numbers "
were to form a garde mobile which was to undergo fourteen days'
training a year. But even this scheme was whittled down by
Parliament, where the Left Wing ridiculed the threat of war;
and the garde mobile was made practically useless by an amend-
ment which limited its training to one day at a time. Ministers,
were too afraid of the electors, and Napoleon had too little
" fight" left in him, to insist on the reforms being carried
through.

